The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
Introduction
While Mont and Power (2010) recognised that u e t ad e tisi g a d a keti g e ou ages high le els of ate ial o su ptio they also argued that the a keti g a d advertising strategies currently used to promote non-sustainable consumption patterns could just as easily be used to promote environmentally sound products and more sustai a le lifest les. Three years later Henderson (CSRwire 2013) 
argued that although the glo al ad e tisi g i dust has e ou te ed i easi g iti is fo p o oti g unsustai a le o su e is there was evidence that a e ethi is afoot i the i dust which was spearheading ad e tisi g s t a sitio to sustai a ilit and was being led by a e a e of eati e age ies a d p a titio e s. More generally
The Guardian (2014) suggested that it was the small advertising companies that were most active in pursuing sustainability agendas but they te ded to la k the o su e u de sta di g, a d e pe tise and the creative fire power of the big ad age ies and the ofte lack the right client elatio ships. However the high profile launch in June 2016 of the Co o G ou d initiative to support the Sustainable Development Goals SDG s y Ban Ki-moon, United Natio s Ge e al Se eta a d si of the o ld s leadi g a keting and advertising companies, namely Dentsu, Havas, IPG, Omnicom group, Publicis Group and WPP, would seem to herald a new era. One which could see the marketing and advertising industry take a much more active and prominent role promoting the transition to a more sustainable future. With this in mind this commentary paper outlines the SDGs and business engagement with them, reviews the sustainably strategies and achievements currently being publicly reported by the six leading advertising and marketing companies and offers some reflections on some of the challenges these companies will face in contributing to the SDGs.
The Sustainable Development Goals and Business Engagement
The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), agreed at a United Nations General Assembly in September 2015, were described as a pla of a tio fo people, pla et a d p ospe it (United Nations 2015a). These goals are extremely ambitious and embrace a wide range of environmental, social and economic issues including climate change, energy, water stewardship, marine conservation, biodiversity, poverty, food security, sustainable production and consumption, gender equality and economic growth. The SDGs There are some 17 SDGs (See Table 1 ) with each one having a number of associated targets. The targets for 2030 for Goal 1, namely to end poverty in all its forms everywhere, include to eradicate extreme poverty, measured as people living on $1.25 per day, to ensure that all men and women and particularly the poor and vulnerable have equal rights to economic resources, access to basic services and ownership and control over land and property; and to build the resilience of the poor and vulnerable to reduce their exposure to climate change related extreme events. For Goal 6, namely to ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all, the 2030 targets include achieving universal and equitable access to safe and affordable drinking water for all: protecting and restoring water related ecosystems; and improving water quality by reducing pollution, eliminating dumping and minimising the release of hazardous chemicals. Targets for Goal 12, namely to ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns include achieving the sustainable management and efficient use of natural resources by 2030; halving per capital global food waste at the retail and consumer levels and reducing food losses along production and supply chains by 2030; and designing and utilising tools to monitor sustainable development impacts for sustainable tourism that creates jobs and promotes local culture and products.
In launching the SDGs the United Nations called on all governments to develop national strategies to pursue the SDGs but also acknowledged the ole of the di e se p i ate sector ranging from micro-enterprises to cooperatives to multi atio als in addressing these goals. In reviewing future business engagement with the SDGs PricewaterhousecCoopers (2015) argued that sustainable development challenges are presenting market opportunities for companies to develop innovative energy efficient technologies, to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and waste and to meet the needs of largely untapped markets for health care, education, finance and communication products and services in less developed economies. By enhancing the value of corporate sustainability, and more specifically by integrating sustainability across the value chain, it is argued that companies can protect and create value for themselves by increasing sales, developing new markets, strengthening their brands, improving operational efficiency, enhancing employee loyalty and reducing staff turnover. It is also argued that companies that work to advance the SDGs will improve trust amongst their stakeholders, reduce regulatory and legal risks and build resilience to future costs increases and regulatory and legislative requirements.
The Leading Marketing and Advertising Groups' Current Approaches to Sustainability
The companies, which describe themselves as the si iggest glo al o u i atio s o pa ies (The Guardian 2016) in the Common Ground initiative are certainly major players in the industry. Dentsu, for example, originally founded in 1901 and based in Japan, employs some 50,000 people, owns over 700 subsidiary companies, including the Dentsu Aegis Network, the multinational media and digital marketing company headquartered in London.
Dentsu describes itself as having the o u i atio s do ai at its o e and ei g e gaged i a ide a ge of usi ess a ti ities spanning a age e t a d ope ati g solutions to the implementation of marketing and communications strategies for advertisers as well as media and content o pa ies…… i the glo al a ket. WPP claims to be the o ld leade i o u i atio s se i es
and employs over 194,000 people, and operates out of some 3, offi es i ou t ies. WPP s a ti ities i lude pu li elatio s a d public affairs, advertising, branding and identity, healthcare communications, media investment management and relationship marketing. The Publicis Groupe is a French based multinational advertising and public relations company with some 78,000 employees worldwide. Havas is also a French based multinational advertising and marketing company and it has over 19,000 employees and operates in over 100 countries. The Omnicom Group, based in New York and founded in 1968, is a global marketing and corporate communications holding company and its portfolio includes global advertising agency networks, media services provision and brand management. IPG is an advertising company which consists of three major networks namely McCann Worldgroup, Lowe and Partners and FCB and employs some 50,000 people.
Four of the six companies, namely Dentsu, Havas, the Publicis Groupe and WPP, publish dedicated sustainability reports while the other two companies publish some limited information on their approach to sustainability. That said there was some variation in the currency of the reporting process in that while Dentsu, the Publicis group and WPP had posted sustainability reports for 2105 on the Internet the most recent report published by Havas was for 2011 though the company had posted updates each year from 2012 to 2015. Two sets of themes, namely the issues on which the companies report and provide information on sustainability, and the nature of the reporting process, merit attention. Firstly the four companies that produced sustainability reports all stressed their growing strategic commitment to sustainability. These corporate commitments to sustainability were evidenced across a range of themes including corporate governance and ethics; risk management; consumer and client issues; impacts on society and communities and on the environment; the working environment; and human rights; though there was variation in the precise nature and scale of coverage of these themes between the companies. In addressing corporate governance Dentsu, for example, reported its approach was centred on A number of environmental issues were addressed including climate change and greenhouse gas emissions, resource use and waste management, protecting and enhancing bio-diversity and more generally raising environmental awareness and reducing the environmental impact of business activities. In outlining its a o st ateg WPP, for example, reported that its major greenhouse gas emissions come from energy use in its offices and from business air travel and that it planned to achieve a reduction of almost 50% in these emissions by 2020 from a 2006 baseline. Here the focus is to be on improving the energy efficiency of the co pa s offi e uildi gs a d IT s ste s, o edu i g oessential flights by promoting videoconferencing and purchasing more renewable electricity. The Publicis Groupe suggested that although the nature of their business makes it difficult to measure its ability to act directly to protect bio-diversity, there is an emphasis on reducing the consumption of raw materials and on o ki g ith dedi ated lo al pa t e s a d ith supplie s e gaged i the i ula e o o . Less positively the Publicis Group reported that energy and water consumption was rising in absolute terms but outlined how it was looking to increasingly switch to the use of renewable energy sources and to monitor water consumption more closely in an attempt to identify water saving measures. More generally Dentsu reported on a number of initiatives designed to raise environmental awareness amongst its employees.
Secondly there is a set of issues concerning the way the way the companies reported and presented information on their approach to sustainability. Each of the companies reported or provided information on sustainability in their own individual ways but the reports were clearly and logically structured. Within these structures there was usually a narrative on sustainability agendas and achievements, often illustrated with limited statistical information, images, basic graphs and diagrams. Cameo case studies were also occasionally used to illustrate general themes. Three of the companies, namely Dentsu, the Publicis Groupe and WPP provided data summaries covering a number of environmental, employment and social issues. The companies idiosyncratic approach to reporting and providing information on sustainability makes it difficult to make any meaningful comparisons between companies or to attempt any evaluation of the contribution they are making towards the achievement of sustainability targets at the national or international level.
All four of the companies that produced dedicated sustainability reports made some reference to generic guidelines underpinning the reporting process. WPP and the Publicis Groupe, for example, made explicit reference to the current GRI G4 reporting guidelines.
WPP asserted that the o te t of this epo t is p epa ed i a o da e ith the o e G'I s
G4 guideli es and the company also provided a full listing of where the standard GRI disclosures (sustainability issues) can be found within the report. The Publicis Groupe reported that it olu ta il follo ed the GRI G4 guidelines but that its sustainability report also made reference to a number of other generic guidelines including those produced by the United Nations Global Compact and the Carbon Disclosure Project. Dentsu and Havas made reference to the previous, and less demanding GRI G3 guidelines and the former company also asserted that the United Nations Global Compact was also a reference guideline for its reporting process.
Within the GRI G4 guidelines materiality and external assurance are seen to be of central importance. Materiality is concerned with identifying the sustainability issues that matter most to a company and its stakeholders while external assurance is a process used to provide confidence as to the degree of reliance that can be placed on the information contained in such reports. Both WPP and the Publicis Groupe, formally address materiality in developing their sustainability report but materiality is not explicitly introduced in the reports produced by Dentsu and Havas. The Publicis Groupe outlined how it employed Salter Baxter, a London based sustainability consultancy, to canvas a range of stakeholders including employees, customers and investors, to help to identify the most important sustainability issues. These issues were then mapped onto a conventional materiality matrix and issues were grouped as low, medium or high priority. While creativity and technology; data protection and security; talent development; and employee retention and wellbeing were all rated as high priority issues for both the company and its stakeholders , the environment was rated as a lowest of all priorities by both groups. WPP reported a similar process of stakeholder engagement to address materiality and here the high priority issues included client work ethics; marketing compliance; and tax policy the lowest priorities were biodiversity; water use; and community relations.
Three of the companies, namely Dentsu, the Publicis Groupe and WPP, provided information on the external assurance of their sustainability reports. WPP, for example engaged Bureau Veritas UK to conduct limited assurance of greenhouse gas emissions and some of the reported data on employment and waste recycling. In undertaking this engagement Bureau Veritas undertook interviews with company personnel, a review of the o pa s i fo ation systems and sampling of source data form a number of the o pa s glo al ope atio s. I o lusio Bu eau Ve itas o luded that the data presented in the report was a fai ep ese tatio of the g ee house gas e issio s a d e plo e t data fo WPP. Dentsu reported what it described as I depe de t P a titio e s Assu a e by the Deloitte Tohmatsu evaluation and Certification Organisation Co. Ltd. Howeve the assu e s state e t i luded in the company sustainability report was badly reproduced and was effectively illegible.
Discussion
The Common Ground initiative and the SDGs received virtually no attention in the company reports and information reviewed above though the SDGs were listed in the Publicis Groupe report. This is perhaps not surprising in that the SDGs were only formally agreed in 2015, when in reality all the company reports were virtually finalised and the Common Ground initiative was only announced in 2016 after the reports were published. That said the Publicis Groupe noted in its report that the company had started to think about the SDGs i o de to dete i e ou p io ities a d ou ost ta gi le a d sig ifi a t actions -whether they are underway, need to be promoted, strengthened or initiated, and whether we do it alone or with othe pa t e s. While there is no explicit treatment of the SDGs in the Dentsu report, on the Corporate Social Responsibility webpages of the Dentsu corporate website the SDGs and the Common Ground initiative are presented in outline along with a number of o u i atio isuals relating to climate change, education, health, hunger, poverty, refugees and water. Looking to future the six leading advertising and marketing companies will face a number of major challenges if they are to deliver on their high profile commitment to the SDGs and more particularly to the Common Ground initiative and a number of issues merit reflection and discussion.
At a general level while the call for greater business engagement with the SDGs can be seen as a rallying cry it masks underlying complexities and tensions. The Institute for Human Rights and Business (2015) Such massive hurdles aside if the six major advertising and marketing companies are to develop a genuine sense of engagement with the SDGs they face major challenges in determining which of the 17 SDGs (and which of the 169 associated targets) they select and prioritise and how they integrate SDGs into their existing corporate sustainability strategies. As outlined earlier some, but not all, of the six companies currently look to elicit the views of some of their stakeholders to determine and prioritise the material issues which underpin and inform their sustainability strategies and their sustainability reporting process. If transparency is to be a key element in the SDG engagement then all six companies may need to formally incorporate materiality into their reporting methodology and processes. However within the materiality determination and prioritisation process there is a generic issue concerning the nature of the relationship between company interests and stakeholder interests. Where a company, and more specifically its executive management team, is principally, and sometimes exclusively, responsible for identifying and determining material issues, such issues seem more likely to reflect strategic corporate goals rather than the SDGs.
At the same time PricewaterhouseCoopers (2015) suggested that self-interest may drive SGD selection and businesses may be set to he pi k the SDGs. In addressing the former PricewaterhouseCoopers (2015) These suggestions certainly strike a chord with the concept of creating shared value developed by Porter and Kramer (2011) defined as poli ies a d p a ti es that e ha e the competitiveness of a company while simultaneously addressing the economic and social conditions in the communities in which it operates. Here again such an approach might be seen by some commentators to fall well short of the underlying ethos of the SDGs. At the sa e ti e WPP s ide tifi atio of lie t o k ethi s, a keting compliance and acquisitions amongst its highest sustai a ilit p io ities and the Pu li is G oupe s si ila ide tifi atio of creativity and technology and data protection and security and De tsu s o it e t to a i isi g all ou e plo ees apa ilities would also suggest that business continuity is also a major driver in the six o pa ies current approaches to sustainability. More generally Bannerjee (2008) While two of the six companies claim that their sustainability reports were prepared in accordance with GRI G4 guidelines these reports follow some but certainly not all of these guidelines. Thus the approach to independent external assurance, for example, is partial rather than comprehensive. While this is currently not a problem per se as sustainability reports are themselves voluntary and accompanying assurance statements are not subject to statutory regulation, the lack of comprehensive independent assurance can be seen to undermine the credibility and integrity of the sustainability reporting process. However capturing and aggregating data on a wide range of environmental, social and economic issues, across a wide range of business activities throughout the supply chain and in a variety of geographical locations and then providing access to allow external assurance is a challenging and potentially very costly venture and it is one which many companies currently choose not to pursue. In looking to the future if companies are to publicly demonstrate and measure their commitment and contribution to the SDGs and to the Common Ground initiative then the independent external assurance of all achievement data included in sustainability reports would seem to be essential not least if such reports come under political, media and external stakeholder scrutiny.
More generally there are fundamental concerns around the underlying tensions between sustainability and economic growth and more pointedly about whether continuing economic growth is compatible with sustainable development. Some critics would suggest that continuing economic growth and consumption, dependent as it is, on the seemingly e e i easi g depletio of the ea th s atu al esou es is fu da e tall i o pati le with sustainability. Higgins (2013, webpage) More specifically in relation to continuing economic growth, the concept of sustainable consumption, which is a major element of one of the SDGs, provides a daunting challenge for the leading advertising and marketing companies. While many within the industry assert that advertising and marketing are vital in informing consumer choice and in giving consumers access to information on the availability and price of products and services others (e.g. Mont and Power (2010) 
Conclusion
The SDGs potentially offer an ambitious and wide ranging global vision for a sustainable future. While the transition to such a future demands commitments from governments and all sections of society as well as universal changes in mind-sets and behaviours, the United Nations has called on businesses to play a central role in achieving the SDGs. The launch of the Common Ground initiative by six of the leading global advertising and marketing companies heralds a bold contribution to the achievement of the SDGs. That said the six companies will face daunting challenges if they are to make a genuine contribution to the SDGs and the industry as a whole will want to maintain a watching brief on the progress they are making
